That said, I find the author has a rather dogmatic adherence to a single view of the scientific names and evolutionary affiliations of the fossil species, though scholars often debate the legitimacy of certain species and which fossils belong to which species. Except for his tacit yet consistent malignment of the Neandertals as unintelligent brutes, this doesn't get in the way; indeed, exploring the controversies around species names and phylogenies would get in the way. He is also a bit loose with the term "human," applying it to some of our ancestors who weren't very human at all. But this is not a book to be used as instructive material for a college class in human evolution; rather, it is a book that would complement some of the more dry expositions on the details of human evolution, and get young people interested in the science of our origins.
The greatest value of this book is to be found in the little gems we get, like the history of the concept of neoteny, the retention of youthful traits into adulthood; as the subject of evolutionary development becomes more complex it is useful to look back for perspective Likewise, I learned of an obscure hypothesis relating chronic deprivation of food among our early hominin ancestors to accelerated brain growth. (It is a bit disconcerting, however, that in a footnote, Walter wrongly refers to this concept as a "theory," as if it had been accepted and tested by the scientific community.) On a broader scale, there are interesting and extensive discussions of brain development and evolution, as well as an extended exposition on concepts of morality in human evolution. The text is rich in ideas that push the normal boundaries, but usually don't go too far.
There were also some missed opportunities. For example, in his discussion of the putative species of hobbit-like hominins from Indonesia, known as Homo floresiensis, he not only glosses over the many controversies surrounding the fossils, but passed up an excellent chance to discuss the importance of relative brain size. It is the brain size to body size ratio that is important in assessing our evolutionary past, as body sizes varied considerably in past hominin species,. Likewise, in his discussion of Neandertal speech patterns, he could have delved more into alternative modes of communication that wouldn't have been so restrictive on our evolutionary cousins. He suggests that the biological limit to vowel sounds among the Neandertals may have limited their word vocabulary. Though he notes that it could be increased with inflections, there are many more ways to vary words, such as the click sounds employed by the Khoisan peoples, or even visual sign language.
Walter's writing style is sometimes overly poetic and occasionally rambling, but he always rights the course and brings his discussions full circle. The book is peppered with boxes that contain extensions of particular thoughts or more detailed explanations of some of the science. Frankly, I found them annoying, as they disrupted the flow of the text, so I stopped reading them and enjoyed the book much better. Other readers, however, will certainly find the box contents to be informative, and perhaps critical to understanding the broader context.
Chip Walter ends the book with an exploration of a concept he developed in an earlier book (2006): a future descendant species, part-human part-machine, for which he coined the name Cyber sapiens. It was a fun note to end on, and was characteristic of the unconventional but intriguing peregrinations of the mind that characterize both the species and the book known as Last Ape Standing.
